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Executive Summary
The VCU Service-Learning Office distributes the Service-Learning Impact Measure (SLIM)
at the end of every semester to evaluate the impact of service-learning classes on student
learning. During the 2015-2016 academic year, 3,635 graduate and undergraduate
students enrolled in 180 designated service-learning classes. Each of these 3,635 students
received the SLIM by email as an online survey. Of those, 896 students completed the
SLIM for a 25% response rate. Data from Banner, the university’ s information system,
show ed that the majority of service-learning class instructors in 2015 -2016 w ere female
(68%) and non-tenure line faculty members (69% ).
Students w ho responded perceived service-learning classes very positively. Respondents
reported that their learning benefited from the service component of the class, from the
reflection activities, and from interactions w ith the instructor and their classmates.
Respondents also reported that their skill level in 17 different skills increased as a result of
their service-learning class participation. In particular, the students w ho responded to the
survey believed that their service-learning class participation improved their ability to w ork
collaboratively in groups, their aw areness of needs present in the community, and their
capacity to have an impact on social problems.
The VCU Service-Learning Office w ill use these results to further improve the quality of
service-learning classes. Strategies w ill be employed to increase the SLIM response rate.
Professional development offerings w ill be tailored to reach term (i.e., full-time non-tenure
line) and adjunct faculty members, as these groups make up the majority of current
service-learning instructors. Efforts w ill be made to recruit additional tenure-line faculty
members to teach designated service-learning classes.
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Methodology
At the end of the Fall 2015 and Spring 2016 semesters, the VCU Service-Learning office
implemented the VCU SLIM (Service-Learning Impact Measure) for all service-learning
students using REDCap. This electronic survey w as emailed to all 3,635 graduate and
undergraduate students enrolled for credit in designated service-learning classes during
those semesters, and 895 students (25%) completed the survey. To increase the response
rate of the SLIM, the office began offering a small raffle incentive ($10 Starbucks gift card
and a t-shirt) to those w ho completed the survey. This year’ s response rate is comparable
to the 2014-2015 SLIM survey response rate (26% ) and surpasses the 2013-2014 SLIM
survey response rate (19% ) by six percent.

Findings
Course Demographics: There w ere a total of 180 designated service-learning class
sections offered during the fall and spring semesters. Of the 112 instructors w ho taught
these classes, 35 (31%) w ere tenure line faculty members. Of these 35 tenure line faculty
members, 22 (63% ) w ere tenured. Forty-five (40% ) of the 112 instructors w ho taught
service-learning classes in 2015-2016 w ere term faculty members (i.e., full-time, nontenure line faculty members) and 32 (28% ) w ere part-time adjunct instructors. The
majority of instructors w ere female (68% ).

Student Demographics: According to the survey data, less than 1% of respondents
w ere non-degree seeking students. The majority of respondents (76%) w ere female. The
group of respondents w as a racially mixed group, w ith 53% percent of respondents
identifying their racial background as w hite, 16% as African American, 13% as Asian, 5%
as Hispanic, and 7% as biracial or multiracial. Haw aiian/Pacific Islander, Native American,
and International each made up less than 1% of respondents. Nearly 5% of respondents
chose not to identify their racial background. Thirty-tw o percent indicated that they are
first-generation college students, and 25% of respondents indicated that they are Pell
grant recipients. Detailed demographic information is on the follow ing page. Please note
that the data excludes summer semester data.
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2015-2016 Gender Demographic Data
Gender

SLIM Survey
Respondents

Students enrolled in
Service-Learning courses

VCU
Demographics

Male

21%

32%

42%

Female

76%

68%

57%

1.7%

0.002%

0.01%

0.34%

Not available

Not available

0.11%

Not available

Not available

Prefer not to
answ er
Transgender
Other preferred
descriptor

2015- 2016 Racial Background Demographic Data
Racial
Background

SLIM Survey
Respondents

Students enrolled in
Service-Learning
courses

VCU Demographics

White

53%

50%

51%

African
American

16%

19%

16%

Asian

13%

13%

12%

Hispanic

5%

7%

7%

Haw aiian/Pacific
Islander

< 1%

< 1%

< 1%

Native
American

< 1%

< 1%

< 1%

7%

6%

5%

1%

2%

6%

4%

< 1%

1%

< 1%

3%

4%

Tw o or more
races
International
(i.e., visa
holder)
Prefer not to
answ er
Other

* Numbers have been rounded to the nearest w hole number.
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2015-2016 Representation of Pell Grant students
SLIM Survey

Students enrolled in

Respondents

Service-Learning courses

Yes

25%

24%

21%

No

68%

76%

79%

Not sure

7%

Not available

Not available

Pell Recipient?

VCU Demographics

* Numbers have been rounded to the nearest w hole number.

2015-2016 Representation of 1 st Generation students
Racial

SLIM Survey

Students enrolled in

Background

Respondents

Service-Learning courses

1 st Generation

32%

16%

14%

66%

53%

44%

1%

31%

43%

Not 1 st
Generation
Not
sure/Unknow n

VCU Demographics

* Numbers have been rounded to the nearest w hole number.

Types of Community Partners Served: Fifty-tw o percent of respondents reported
that their service-learning class community placements w ere in an educational setting.
Health organizations represented 27% of placements, and 9% of students w ere placed at
environmental agencies. Slightly more than 6% of students served at arts-oriented
organizations, and 4% of placements fell into the economic development category.

Intent to Continue Serving: When asked w hether they have any desire or plans to
continue volunteering at the location w here they had their service placement after their
service-learning class ended, 76% of students said “ yes” and 24% said “ no.” This
response pattern clearly indicates the potential impact that service-learning has for
community partners in terms of future volunteer service. Of those w ho responded that
they didn’ t have plans to continue volunteering at the organization they served, many
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noted that although they had no interest serving in that particular location, service-learning
helped them to realize that they w ould enjoy volunteering elsew here in the future.

Reflection: Reflection is a required component of all VCU service-learning courses and
reflection activities take various forms. Students w ere asked to identify all methods of
reflection used in their service-learning class. The tw o most common forms of reflection
used in service-learning classes this year w ere reflection papers (69% ) and class
discussions (66% ). Additionally, 47% of students reported that class presentations w ere
used as reflection activities in their class, and 39% reported that w ritten journals w ere
used. Tw enty-one percent of students completed blogs, 20 % gave community
presentations, 17% interview ed community service recipients, 15% interview ed their
professor or TA, and 7% completed other activities ranging from zine production to digital
video editing.

Benefits of Class Components: The VCU SLIM survey asks students to rate the
degree to w hich they found reflection, community service, interactions w ith their
instructor, and interactions w ith their peers to be beneficial to their learning in the c lass.
Ratings used a 7-point scale, w here 1= NOT BENEFICIAL AT ALL to 7= VERY
BENEFICIAL. Students indicated that all four components w ere beneficial to their learning
in the class. Detailed descriptive statistics for each item are show n in the table below .

N

Mean
Rating

SD

How beneficial to your learning w ere the reflection
activities/assignments of this class?

895

5.11

1.651

How beneficial to your learning w as the community service
component of this class?

895

5.62

1.640

How beneficial to your learning w ere your interactions w ith
the instructor of the class?

895

5.57

1.650

How beneficial to your learning w ere your interactions w ith
the other students in the class?

895

5.58

1.521

(7-point scale)
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Interaction with Others: The survey asks students to rate the degree to w hich their
interaction w ith others during their service-learning class made them feel w elcome. Ratings
are on a 7-point scale, w here 1= NOT AT ALL and 7= VERY MUCH. For all outcomes,
average ratings fell betw een 5.91 and 6.09. These results speak to the kind of positive
interactions that students experienced w ith other students, w ith community members, and
w ith instructors in the 180 service-learning classes offered during this period. This
question w as only included in the Spring 2016 survey and reflects a sample of 308
respondents.
N

Mean
Rating

SD

How w elcomed/included did the community
partner/community site make you feel?

308

5.98

1.295

How w elcomed/included did the other students in the class
make you feel?

308

5.91

1.243

How w elcomed/included did the instructor of the class make
you feel?

308

6.09

1.415

(7-point scale)

Professional Development: The survey asks students to rate the degree to w hich their
service-learning class allow ed them to apply skills and know ledge to new situations, to
understand how people w ithin a profession think and behave, and to recognize how
theories and conceptual models can be applied in real-w orld situations. Ratings are on a 6 point feeling thermometer w hich ranges from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree, and
includes Neither Agree nor Disagree as an option. Overw helmingly, students selected
Strongly Agree and Agree, w hich indicates that service-learning experience translates
directly to professional skill development.
(6-point scale % )
“This service-learning course
enabled me to…”

Strongly
Disagree
Disagree

Neither
Agree Nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

…apply my skills and know ledge to
new situations.

1.6%

1.8%

3.0%

39.8%

48.7%

…understand how people w ithin the
profession think and behave.

2.2%

3.3%

2.9%

42.9%

42.1%

…recognize how theories and
conceptual models can be applied in
real-w orld situations.

2.1%

2.7%

3.2%

42.9%

42.1%
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Strongly
Disagree
Disagree

Neither
Agree Nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

…develop a netw ork of professional
contacts and/or mentors.

3.5%

7.5%

7.0%

35.4%

34.7%

…better understand my ow n
strengths and w eaknesses.

1.5%

3.1%

3.7%

38.1%

46.9%

I experienced positive grow th in my
level of empathy (e.g., ability to
w alk in another’ s shoes and
understand their perspective) as a
result of my service-learning course.

1.6%

3.5%

10.9%

42.0%

41.7%

I experienced positive grow th in my
level of morality (e.g.,
understanding right and w rong) as a
result of my service-learning course.

2.1%

4.6%

18.6%

37.0%

37.6%

I gained the appropriate skills and
experienced for my desired career
as a result of my service-learning
course.

3.2%

5.5%

15.2%

38.0%

38.2%

Service-Learning Outcomes: The survey asks students to rate the degree to w hich
their service-learning class helped them develop each of 15 areas. Ratings are on a 7-point
scale, w here 1= NOT AT ALL and 7= VERY MUCH. For all outcomes, average ratings fell
betw een 5.28 and 5.87. These results indicate that students in more than 150 servicelearning classes believe that they developed a range of important skills as a result of their
service-learning experiences. Detailed descriptive statistics for each item can be found in
the table below .
As a result of this class, I am better able to…

N

Mean
Rating

SD

Connect my learning to societal problems or issues.

895

5.58

1.656

895

5.55

1.578

895

5.63

1.610

895

5.62

1.786

Be more aw are of some of my ow n biases and prejudices.
Work effectively in a group w here people from different
backgrounds feel w elcomed and included.

895

5.41

1.744

895

5.87

1.550

Clarify my career or professional goals.

895

5.28

1.613

Connect my learning to things I have learned in other
classes.
Examine the strengths and w eaknesses of my ow n view s on
a topic or issue.
Be more aw are of local, state, national, or global issues that
need to be addressed.
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895

Mean
Rating
5.55

1.567

895

5.68

1.547

895

5.66

1.682

895

5.65

1.790

895

5.79

1.496

895

5.54

1.534

895

5.78

1.506

895

5.59

1.568

As a result of this class, I am better able to…

N

Be an active and informed citizen.
Consider different cultural perspectives w hen evaluating
different social problems.
Be more committed to using the know ledge and skills I have
gained in college to help address issues in society.
Be a role model for people in the community.
Feel comfortable interacting w ith people from a cultural
group that is different from my ow n.
Develop a personal code of values and ethics.
Better understand someone else’ s view s by imagining how
an issue looks from their perspective.
Rate the degree to w hich this service-learning course
challenged you to do your best w ork.

SD

(7-point scale)

Qualitative Data
Near the end of the VCU SLIM, students w ere asked to “Tell us in your own words what
you got out of your service-learning experience.” Student responses to this open-ended
question w ere overw helmingly positive. Of the 598 responses received 92% (554
responses) reflected positive comments and 8% (44 responses) w ere negative. None w ere
neutral, i.e. not able to be categorized as clearly positive or negative.
Through thematic coding of the 598 responses, 10 common categories w ere determined,
five positive and five negative. (Responses may include more than one theme.) The
frequency w ith w hich themes occurred w ere counted; this frequency, as w ell as
representative comments in each thematic category, are included in the section below .
Common Positive Themes

Common Negative Themes

From 554 positive comments

From 44 negative comments



Empathy Cultivation: 26%



Lack Of Relevance to Their Major: 43%



Professional Development: 25%



Unclear Instructor Communication: 20%



Civic Engagement: 14%



Lack Of Participation: 18%



Leadership Development: 28%



Unclear Communication from Community



Generally Positive Comments: 7%

Partner: 9%


Generally Negative Comments: 10%
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Common Positive Themes
Empathy Cultivation: (142 occurrences, 26% of positive responses) Students
mentioned feeling strong ties to others, new perspectives and w ays of looking at the
w orld, and a deeper sense of patience and calm in the face of uncertainty.
“ This experience definitely opened my eyes to the challenges that can be
experienced w hen w orking w ith someone of a different cultural background. Each
w eek w as different and I have had to go in hoping for a good day w hile bracing for
a bad one just in.”
“ This class has helped me to better understand people that have very different
backgrounds than me. It taught me to be more understanding, and it has taught me
how to better connect w ith children.”
“ Service-learning allow s me to be an active member in my community and apply
the lessons that I learn in my classes in the real-life experiences. By being a mentor
I have learned how to be patient, accepting, and savvy. Trying to combine having
fun, school w ork, and still being seen as a friend and positive role model is not the
easiest thing. But through my experience at [service location], I feel more prepared
to be in leadership positions, and I understand how to place myself in others
shoes.”
“ A significant lesson I got out of the service-learning aspect of the class, that other
than it is a brain w ashing class for somew hat good endeavors, I took from it that if
you have the pow er and capability to help those that can' t help themselves, then
you have the responsibility to do w hat you can” .
“ A better understanding of myself, my community, and older adults.”
“ Although I did not have a good experience at the location I mentored, I had a very
good experience w ith the child I mentored. I can honestly say that just know ing him
for 3 months has changed me as a person. I am so thankful that I w as able to meet
such a lovely caring kid w ho really w ants to succeed in this w orld, even at such a
young age. I think that the purpose of us doing service-learning w as to have an
experience like the one I had. I am very appreciative that I w as able to use a lot of
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the techniques that I learned in [course name] w ith my mentee.”
“ The most important thing I' ve learned from my service-learning experience is that
the student I mentored and I are both in a similar stage in life. I just have a little
more w isdom to share w ith her and I think that w as a special lesson to learn for the
both of us.”

Professional Development: (140 occurrences, 25% of positive responses) Students in
this response category mentioned relevance to their future career path, a deeper
understanding of their chosen field, and practical experience and professional contacts that
w ill help them obtain future employment in their chosen field.
“ My service-learning experience caused me to imagine myself in the real w orld. I
could actually be this person in 5 or so years. It is crazy to think about. Honestly, it
has caused me to rethink my career path. Do I really w ant to do this? I am thankful
for this opportunity that VCU has given me because it has opened the door for
future volunteer opportunities. It has helped me to get my feet w et in volunteering.
I' m thinking about continuing to volunteer not just because it is something that I
enjoy, but because it helps me to imagine w hat it is I w ant to do w ith my life for
the future as w ell as learn more about my strengths and w eaknesses.”
“ I never thought I w ould make a good teacher because I tend to be so impatient.
My class at [service location] is the class that has had the highest attendance the
entire semester, and I' ve noticed marked improvements in my students. This has
made me not only feel more capable in terms of teaching, but also made me
appreciate the amount of w ork that goes into being a teacher. Lastly, but certainly
not least, my students have been the biggest rew ard out of this entire experience.
I' m normally a very high-strung person w ho comes off as gloomy. You can see just
how much my class makes my day by their ow n perceptions of me: ' You are never
sad!' and ' You are alw ays very happy!' I' ve listened to many of my students’
stories, and this really gives me a glimpse into their lives and the realities of their
situations.”
“ As an engineering student entering [service location] for the first time, I w as
anxious. But over time, the multidisciplinary environment strengthened my
understanding of the role of an engineer w hen relating to architects, artists, urban
planners and many more specializations.”
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“ Service-learning has allow ed me to enhance my real-w orld practice of pharmacy. I
am grateful for these experiences w hich solidify my education from the classroom.
In addition, I greatly enjoyed w orking w ith students from other health disciplines as
they thought me different perspectives of patient assessment different from that of
pharmacy assessment. Finally, service-learning serves as a breath of fresh air for
me. All too often I get bogged dow n in the stress of studying and grades. Servicelearning makes me remember w hy I started pharmacy school in the first place. ”
“ This service-learning experience has challenged me to collectively w ork as a group
for a common cause. Personally, it has challenged me to take chances and think
outside of the box about w hat' s next professionally. ”
“ Practical, hands-on experience w ith w ork in the field I am studying. Opportunity to
w ork w ith organizations that I w ouldn' t normally have and had a better
understanding of how they operate.”
“ It w as definitely an eye-opening experience and such a privilege to a part of an
amazing team of medical professionals. Not only w as I able to grow professionally,
but I also learned so many things that helped me grow as a person. ”

Civic Engagement: (76 occurrences, 14% of positive responses) Students in this
response category mentioned a new found desire to be engaged in community issues and a
desire integrate themselves more deeply into existing community activism.
“ I w ould like to see more students participate in service-learning because I felt that
a lot of students lack a full understanding of Richmond as a community. You can
know that there are people living at the poverty level, but to really understand w hat
that is like you have to be out there talking w ith them. I think the project w as great
preparation for planning interventions in the community setting or otherw ise after I
start w orking as an RN. I w as able to experience the hurdles and speed bumps
involved in its execution and I w ill be w iser the next time around. I also loved the
interdisciplinary aspect since w e don' t usually get a chance to sit dow n w ith
medical, social w ork, and pharm students. We learned the scope of each other' s
practices and w ere able to share information.”
“ During my service-learning I' ve learned how much behind the scene w ork goes
into making an impact in the community. I' ve learned so much history, culture, and
issues w ithin the Richmond community. It helped me realized w hat steps are
needed to take in order to efficiently serve those in need in the community. I' ve
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also learned different avenues to serve the community as w ell.”
“ Ethnobotany allow ed me to be more aw are of the struggles of conserving the
cultural roots of the [service partner]. This w as most effective through the draf ting
of a harvest garden using plants used by the tribe itself and drafting an educational
garden that w ill be used to teach others about the culture of the [service partner].” .
“ I believe that volunteering and w orking w ith children of immigrants allow ed me to
learn about Hispanic culture and communities, and to understand social issues
w ithin the US and around the globe. I also feel that I have built skills in the areas of
communication, teamw ork, and leadership, and I have another a professional
netw ork of people that I can connect w ith later for future jobs or internships. ”

Leadership Development: (157 occurrences, 28% of positive responses) Students
here experienced greater confidence speaking and presenting in front of others, being a
leader in their classroom environment, and stepping up to lead w hen it w as necessary.
“ After the service-learning class I speak more confidently in front of a group of
people and I am more comfortable being a leader.”
“ A chance to netw ork and meet amazing people.”
“ I' ve w orked w ith [service partner] in the past and I' m very glad that [course name]
required that I continue w ith it. I believe that it' s a good introduction to teaching
(albeit on a small scale) and can help us learn to understand students' individual
needs and interests. It' s as much about supporting a student as it is learning from
them. Working w ith my student has challenged me to understand my strengths and
w eaknesses and improve upon all of those aspects. Mentoring isn' t exactly
teaching, but it' s very helpful to make that connection and begin to teach some
small things, even if there aren' t real lessons. And of course, it' s nice to see the
student' s grow th over time and to encourage them.”
“ My service-learning experience w as extremely positive. I enjoyed the seminar w ith
[professor] very much; she is a w onderful instructor w ho really encourages
discussing and is w illing to help students w ith their tasks at hand. ”
“ My experience w as so great that I am becoming a UTA next semester. I am very
excited. I have alw ays been passionate about helping people, but w orking w ith
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[service partner] has made me more passionate about it. I am also hopef ully
becoming an intern at [service partner].”

Common Negative Themes
A relatively small number of student comments reflected negative feedback experiences,
w ith only 8% of the total number of comments categorized as negative. Communication
problems and perceived lack of connection betw een the service offered and the students’
major w ere the most often cited negative experiences. Representative student quotes are
provided below .

Lack of participation: (8 responses) Much of this feedback w as related to community
partner participation. Students felt that their experience w asn’ t as hands-on as they had
hoped and/or didn’ t feel supported by their chosen community partner.
“ Unfortunately, this is experience w as not as I had hoped for. I thought w hen w e
w ould be w orking w ith a non-profit client, w e w ould have actual meetings to
establish w hat the client needs and w ays w e can help. We instead had a google
hangout that gave a very broad overview of the organization w e w ould w ork for,
and w e have not received any feedback on the massive project for are creating.
The client may or may not use w hat w e produce. I know that is supposed to be a
learning experience, but w ithout having a one-on-one conversation w ith t he client,
it is hard to establish how w e can help. In addition, there are ten different groups
helping one organization...w hy not give each group a different client so that they
can feel they have a personal connection?”

Unclear instructor communication: (9 responses) Students in this category desired
instructor communication to be transparent from the beginning of the semester. They
w anted more instruction, grading clarification, and a more concrete plan for the semester’ s
activities.
“ I did not get much out of this class. It w as very unorganized and the entire class
w as constantly confused.”
“ The service aspect of the course w as basically self -guided. As students, w e had to
coordinate our ow n transportation, the times w e w ere to meet up, and how many
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hours w e w ere going to get on each trip. When w e got to the [service site] the
project w as basically all on us. We w ere to develop a garden but w e didn' t have
much direction or support from our instructor or members of the [service site],
therefore w e didn' t get the full essence of w hat this service-learning course w as
supposed to be about.”

Lack of relevance to their major area: (19 responses) Students in this response
category didn’ t feel that their service-learning course had relevance to their chosen area of
study and w anted to be in a class that w as major-specific.
“ I did not get much out of my service-learning experience. It has nothing w ith w hat
I w ant to do career w ise and if anything, it just reminded me how much I dislike
[service activity].”
“ Nothing much. I don' t understand w hy are w e taking this course since it has
nothing to do w ith my major.”
“ It w as 20 hours of f orced community service. I really didn' t get that much out of
it. I had already done community service before VCU and w ill probably do some
after. There' s no real learning component associated w ith this.”

Unclear communication from community partners: (4 responses) Students in this
response category w rote that community partners w ere difficult to contact and organize
w ith or that the experience w asn’ t w hat they expected based off the information given to
them. They desired better communication w hen w orking w ith community partners.
“ With my service-learning experience, I didn' t get much out of it, and it w asn' t
because of this class, it w as because w ith w hom I w as volunteering w ith. They
w eren' t w hat I w as expecting, I w as expecting since it w as, or w e w ere told, a
food pantry, that I w ould be w orking w ith a lot of food, and be w orking w ith people
and helping them w ith w hat I could, as w ell as interact w ith them. How ever, I
didn' t do anything. I mostly just sat at the front desk, and put information into a
computer, I didn' t really interact w ith anyone that w ould come to the organization
at all.”

Generally negative comments: (4 responses) These comments w ere miscellaneous.
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“ I am currently a teacher of 16 years. I feel that the interactions I have had for the
last 16 years have me w ay more prepared than 20 hours in a mentorship. I have
enjoyed spending time w ith the tw o students, how ever, I have gained more in my
ow n classroom interactions over the years.

Suggested Improvements
The final question of the SLIM survey asks students, “How could this service-learning
course be improved?” and garnered responses from 525 students (42% of the survey
total). Responses to the question varied significantly and w ere broken dow n into 16
categories. They are listed in the chart below :

"How could this service-learning course be improved?"
Response Category
Make service-learning required
Provide more supplies/materials related to the course
Increase the service hour requirement
More service and less class time
Provide transportation/locations to volunteer near campus
Create a better class environment
Increase course hours
More reflection and discussion time
More time with mentors/ mentees
Service-learning attribute/ marketing needs improvement
More clarity from course instructors
Lessen the course requirements
Better cooperation from community sponsors
The course was great as it is
Better general organization
Greater flexibility/ locations for service

Number of Responses
5
12
15
14
18
21
20
21
21
24
29
43
51
62
82
77
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Representative comment samples from students in each category are below .

Better general organization: Eighty-tw o students’ comments reflected a desire for
their service-learning course to be better organized. Comments included the desire for such
things as more direction from professors at the beginning of the semester, volunteer
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opportunities earlier in the semester and assignments spaced more evenly throughout the
course.
“ The [service site] w as just starting up on the campus w e w ere w orking at, so the
positions to w ork w ere limited also. Furthermore, since I had a heavy course load
and I w as enrolled in another service-learning course, the amount of w ork done
outside of class w as impossible in order to complete the full 20 hours. ”

“ There needs to be a more set schedule for w hen the TA teaches the class and a
w ay for the students to grow to be dependent of the TA and see them as people
w ho can help.”

“ Where to start? This class needs a lot of improvement. The course lacked
organization and structure. We w ere instructed to perform tasked but w e did not
know if they w ere done correctly. We did not know w hen w e finished doing one
step of the process and w hen to start the next. The fact that I had to drive 1 hour
aw ay to get to the center w as kind of annoying. I heard that other classes provided
transportation to their service-learning sites. This is unfair! There w ere not enough
supplies provided to us so w e can do the w ork. When the w hole class w ent some
of us w ere not able to w ork. I don' t appreciate how the professor had to pay out
her pocket to provide the supplies necessary to do the w ork. I paid for three credit
hours and a lab fee for this class! The money I paid for this class should have been
used to provide me w ith the adequate supplies to perform the tasks I needed to
perform. I pay so much tuition for this to happen? It just incredible how
underfunded these service-learning classes are every year. Something has to
change.”

“ Service-learning can be improved by organizing events and volunteer opportunities
just a little bit better. Sometimes it w as difficult to keep up w ith w hat groups w ere
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offering w hat and w hen.”

“ Better planning. I feel like this course w as made in the last few seconds. An hour
log sheet w ould have been nice A clearer representation of w hat and w here w e
should be getting our data Better communication.”

“ With more direction and clarity. This course got confusing at times, so there needs
to be improvements w ith the organization w ith in-class times.”

“ Create new activities each semester and make sure that the schools are more
organized w hen it comes to starting their after-school program that w ay w e aren' t
in such a rush to go through the material throughout the semester.”

“ It could be improved by making sure that all of the service-learning opportunities
offer the same chances for students as far as gaining hours goes. For example, one
course shouldn' t have a w ide range of opportunities due to not having to compete
w ith other students w hereas another one has limited chances for students. ”

“ Many of my classmates, myself included, found ourselves having trouble finding
service-learning opportunities w hich w orked directly w ith agencies that provide
direct services to survivors of sexual and domestic violence. The main issue that
limited our access w ere mandatory and extensive training to be able to volunteer
for those agencies. VCU could implement a training program or partner w ith these
agencies to provide students a shorter but still rich in information training so that
they can volunteer at these agencies. Furthermore, training for these agencies w ere
on specific time frames that most of us missed due to the semester dates of the
class, so being able to provide training for students looking to volunteer w ould be
extremely helpful!”
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Greater flexibility/locations for service: Seventy-seven students w rote that servicelearning could be improved by offering greater flexibility for both service hours and service
locations. They w rote about difficulty balancing their service obligations w ith their other
school and w ork responsibilities.
“ The group w ork w as kind of difficult to do because w e w ere all very busy and on
different schedules. We never had a great time to just all sit together and discuss at
once.”
“ The accessibility needs to be improved. It should be easier for VCU students to
find places to volunteer. Broaden the variety of places to volunteer to make it
easier.”
“ Stronger relationship betw een the course and the organization, more opportunities
to volunteer, more opportunities that make a positive impact. ”
“ Providing more options for community engagement that relate to prospective
career fields.”
“ It w ould be more beneficial if this service-learning class had more options for
getting service-learning hours. It should try to w ork w ith more groups on campus. ”
“ I think that maybe offering more community partner choices could be beneficial.
But overall I believe the course w as really w ell organized and the service-learning
portion w as my favorite part.”
“ There should be more service-learning options available and the instructors should
be more flexible w ith students w ith a tighter schedule.”

The course was great as it is: Sixty-tw o students w rote that they had nothing to
suggest and that their service-learning course w as a truly positive experience. Few er
comments are included in this section because most of them w ere very similar.
“ I don' t see any need for improvement of this service-learning course.”
“ I think it w as great! I became more involved in the political w orld at VCU and
learned more about voter registration and the importance of pushing people to
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become registered not just to convince people to vote for the candidate or party
you prefer.”
“ It is perfect the w ay it is!”
“ Not any areas I can think of.”
“ I don' t think there is much they need to improve.”
“ I think this service-learning course is fine the w ay it is!”
“ Nothing, it has been an aw esome experience!”
“ I loved it how it w as!”

Better cooperation from community sponsors: Fifty-one students commented that
they felt they received inadequate communication from community partners regarding
service-hours, availability, and the tasks required of them at their service site.
“ We did not w ork w ith our [community site] at all until the very end w hen w e
presented the pow er point presentation to them on our findings. I feel if w e
interacted w ith them more throughout the semester it w ould be much more
beneficial.”
“ I think that clearer expectations from the client might help, but I do understand
that expectations take over time.”
“ This class could be improved by having more involvement w ith the selected
placement.”
“ It w ould be more helpful if w e had actually been involved w ith the organization in
w hich w e w ere ' w orking' w ith. We did not meet once w ith people w ho w ork there,
nor did they acknow ledge anything that w e did. I understand that it is a ' hands off'
learning course, but it w ould have felt like w e w ere doing more had w e been more
involved w ith the people that w ork at the agency, and not necessarily the people
that go there to seek help from them.”
“ Sometimes communication w ith the sites is difficult. A few times the rotations
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w ould either be canceled and w ould not inform us, or the site w as not aw are of
changes made.”
“ The main challenge I had during this service-learning course w as being able to
communicate w ith outside clients. I think informing clients beforehand about the
responsibilities that w e as students are serving w ould have clarified expectations. ”
“ This service-learning course could be improved by having better communication
w ith the client. It w ould have been helpful to have scheduled meetings to better
determine w hat the client w anted, in addition to checking the progress of the
project. At the end of the project, it felt like the client w as happy to accept
w hatever product the team delivered but I' m not certain the product w as exactly
w hat the client w as searching for.”
“ Have the organization dedicate more time to communicating w ith the students
that are supposed to be assisting them during the period of the course.”
“ The organization did not seem overly interested in keeping up w ith communication
w ith us. Finding organizations that actually have specific desires and needs w ill help
generate the flow of communication.”
“ I think maybe if it w as a different organization, or at least one that listens and
applies our w ork to w hat they are doing now . It' s not a good feeling seeing and
w orking hard on our presentations and then the follow ing semester, seeing that
they' ve done nothing to improve or take our w ork into suggestion. That' s the w hole
point of w orking on campaigns and research for them. It' s to show that there are
different w ays to reach target audiences, especially coming from a younger point of
view . If they' re not taking suggestions or acknow ledging that w e do have good
ideas, then w hat' s the point? There' s less motivation, w hich shouldn' t be
happening, especially at a class at this level.
“ Much better communication betw een the classes and the client. More visibility in
terms of the relationship that the client has w ith the class. Also, a point of contact
that is readily available for prompt responses to student inquiries (w ith the
professor not having to be the middleman).”
“ Better communication w ith the client. I know that has been the repeat theme, they
are busy and have more pressing matters than students at the university, but
having an open dialogue or someone to email that responds quickly to questions
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could greatly help out ability to cater to their unique needs as an organization and
not be left guessing.”
“ Enforce consistency for each of the community service-learning projects so that
w ith each new group of students in each new semester, members of the
community can foster greater trust in the students' initiatives.”
“ I w ish there w as a permanent person in the community that could ease our
contact w ith the residents.”

Lessen the course requirements: Forty-three students felt that their service-learning
course required too much of a commitment for the number of credit hours they received.
They suggested making the course more credit hours or decreasing the number of service
hours required.
“ Not require as many hours because then students focus more on completing hours
than spending time learning about and caring for the community being served.”
“ The required hours are difficult to complete. For example, I did the conversational
partner route w ith VCU and my partners frequently canceled on me. This made me
nervous of my grade. I had to pick up a third person late in the semester to meet
my minimum hours. I barely made it.”
“ There are too many service-learning requirements, it takes us aw ay from clinic and
our requirements.”
“ Less presentations. It is an online class- it should be specified before people sign
up that this class requires in-person meetings. It w as w ay too much w ork for a
200-level class. The professors are also very slow w ith grading/feedback. ”
“ Don' t make it service-learning. Trying to force group projects into a class w here
you' re learning how to use softw are makes it so that if you' re already good the rest
of the group learns nothing.”
“ Not so many hours or better options to complete the required hours. It makes no
sense that all of my w ork in class means nothing because my grade w ill suffer due
to the fact that I could gain enough hours.”
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“ I had to complete 20 hours for my class, and I think that it w as a little excessive.
Maybe doing 10-15 hours w ould be easier to complete.
“ Not so many hours.”
“ Maybe few er required service hours. As few as 20 hours seems to be, w ith almost
all students in our class w orking and taking a full load of classes, the service hour
requirement w as a bit daunting and stressful.”
“ I w as told at the beginning of t he semester that w e w ould only need 20 hours of
service for the class. I w ork and I am a full-time student, so I arranged my schedule
based on this time commitment. By the end of this semester I w ill have accrued 60
hours. We w ere told w e w ould be given choices as to w hich organization w e w ould
be volunteering w ith, then pressured into choosing this particular organization that
requires approximately 6 hours a w eek of our time in class, as w ell as 1 -2 hours of
lesson planning per w eek (that do not count tow ards our hours). We only found out
about this time commitment after w e had already gone to orientation for this
organization, so it w e couldn' t really back out. I w ould appreciate it if the professor
w ould have been more honest about the time commitment required of the
organization w e w ere told to volunteer w ith, seeing as how the professor used to
volunteer w ith the organization and is all-to-familiar w ith the time requirements. I
w ould not have committed to this organization had I know n about the extent of the
time commitment, but due to my integrity as an individual, I w ould not back out of
a commitment I had already made, and I feel as if this w as taken advantage of. ”

More clarity from course instructors: Tw enty-nine students w rote that, in the
future, they w ould appreciate greater clarity from instructors regarding course
assignments, grading and/or the service-component of the course.
“ More structure, and more instruction on the activities and/or assignments to do
w ith the students.”
“ Clearer grading criteria or communication regarding grading.”
“ I w ould have appreciated more interaction w ith [professor] during the service
portion of the class. It w as hard to communicate w ith [professor] and at times it
w as unclear on w hat our next objectives w ere. How ever, it is also understood that
our objectives w ere also created by the students itself and that w e follow ed our
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ow n guidelines.”
“ Don' t let the faculty hold our hands as much. Let us freely decide w hat and how
w e w ere going to interact w ith the community (w ith some guidance as necessary).”
“ Better communication betw een the teachers and students. Clarify assignments
and group presentations.”

Service-Learning communication/marketing needs improvement: Tw enty-four
students w rote that they w ished they had know n that the course w as designated servicelearning w hen they registered and that they hoped in the future they w ould be given more
information about service-learning before the semester.
“ Let us know if it’ s a service-learning-course before add- drop period.”
“ I think that as students w ithin the course w e should be prepared to know w hat
w e' re getting into w ith the magnitude and amount of w ork in our classes, so know
if the first day of class that it w as a service-learning course.”
“ I can' t see how service-learning itself could be improved. I may advocate more
advertising of the classes so that more students can see the value of the
experience.”
“ An introduction to the service-learning component of the class should have begun
near the beginning of the semester. Teams should have had more time to meet and
discuss concepts earlier on. Instead, the professor w as more focused on giving PR
industry-related lectures at the beginning of the semester (our class started w orking
our campaign in November) rather than introducing the service project ” .
“ During class registration, service-learning classes and class descriptions should be
immediately available to students. Many of my peers w ere not aw are of the service
aspect w hen they signed up for the class.”
“ Better description w hen choosing classes. A little bit more structured in terms of
guidelines and communication of w hat' s going on. ”
“ Specify w hat service-learning is for the new students w ho w ill be registering. ”
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More time with mentors/mentees: Tw enty-one students w rote that they w ould have
benefited from extended time w ith their mentors, w hether SLTAs or community partners,
and those that had mentees w anted more time to build relationships throughout the
semester.
“ I think that this course had a few minor limitations and setbacks. I w ould' ve
preferred to spend even more time in person getting to know the students I w orked
w ith, and had a stronger relationship w ith them outside the class room. I think the
course could' ve provided more in class time to review lesson plans w ith the
students and build academic skills.”
“ I think more one on one time w ith the inmates w ould help, especially in expanding
the w ay w e look at incarceration. The only w ay to gain any real education on this
topic that is so important in today' s society, is to talk personally w ith the inmates. ”
“ There could possibly be a mini assignment w here w e do less observing and maybe
get to do a fun activity w ith the students.”
“ There could be specific thing that a mentor is supposed to do w ith their child
instead of it being free for all every time.”

More reflection and discussion time: Tw enty-one students w rote that they w anted
more time in class to be spent discussing topics w ith other students in the course about
their ow n service experiences.
“ More reflections maybe, but I enjoy debriefing on bus rides. ”
“ I think that this course could be improved by continuing to have class discussions
about the subject w e learn about because I feel like many students w ill benefit from
learning how to be respect others opinions but also speak up w hen they might be
shy to.”
“ More classroom discussion.”
“ While the in-class instruction as very informative, I w ould have liked to see a little
more in class discussion rather than just lecture. I w anted to hear more from my
classmates and how their service-learning applied to each conceptual theory.”
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“ Possibly having more discussions about the w ork w e' re doing in our servicelearning w ithin the classroom and hearing more examples from other students
w ould be helpful.”

Increase course hours: Tw enty students w rote that they desired more time in class
throughout the semester by increasing the credit hours and number of class meetings.
“ I honestly have no complaints about this course except that the class period is
almost too short for some of our discussions! We alw ays have good conversations
and tackle a lot of issues relating to art and education. I' m grateful that my
professor and (the majority of) the other students are very dedicated to this class
and are curious about the things w e discuss. It' s very fulfilling and I w ouldn' t
change a thing.”
“ Increase the amount of different types of classes? Longer periods of time so
there' s one for the summer/fall and then one in the spring time because the class
w as too short. Although the topics covered in class w as enough time, I enjoyed
talking w ith people I w ould never have met and having a class w here meeting peers
at VCU w ith their ow n perspectives is cool.”
“ Longer courses.”
“ Having it more often.”
“ A full year, 1 credit each semester? 3 credit service-learning course? Opportunity
for students to present research”

Create a better class environment: Tw enty-one students w rote general comments
regarding their experience w ithin the environment of their specific class. It’ s important to
note that each service-learning course is organized differently depending on the concepts
being explored and the type of service being offered.
“ It w as hard to keep the students on track because the room w as filled w ith others
doing their service-learning. It w as very noisy.”
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“ I feel that veteran teachers should be accommodated in some w ay, as w e have
tons of experience in this area. I do understand that mentoring and teaching are
different.”

“ I w ould have enjoyed completing this project on my ow n, rather than as part of a
group. Failure of some group members (online vs in-class) to understand the
assignment and communicate w ithin agreed upon timetables has proved very
frustrating. For me, these factors have overshadow ed the innovative, constructive
nature of the project.”

“ I think more opportunities like [community partner] w ould be good w orking in an
office and throw ing aw ay book etc. isn' t educational nor is it related to w hat my
class w as about. Although I understand that there are many parts to helping
survivors I think the volunteer hours for service-learning should be more directly
related to w hat you are learning about in class.”

Provide transportation/places to volunteer near campus: Eighteen students w rote
that they w ere frustrated by the lack of transportation provided by the course and found it
difficult to find transportation to their assigned site.
“ Stop requiring so many out of class field trips.”
“ I feel as though allow ing service close to campus should count as w ell.”
“ I don' t have a car at VCU, so I have to rely on my classmates to help me get to
my class.”
“ Transportation to and from campus.”

More service and less class time: Fourteen students w rote that they w anted more
class time to be spent doing service together in order to lighten the burden of organizing
time independently.
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“ More hands-on than class lectures.”
“ It w as great the w ay it w as. Maybe offer more hands-on experience in a real w ork
place.”
“ I w ould involve less class assignments (not including reflections) and more
community engagement.”
“ The class meetings felt quite pointless. We didn' t do much besides talk, and I felt
like I could have done more for the community if the class time w ere dedicated to
volunteering.”

Increase the service hour requirement: Fifteen students w rote that they w anted
more time for service to be offered throughout the semester.
“ I w ish I could have spent more time at [service site} , and I' m very excited to be
going back next semester. It can be tricky to w ork w ith a child' s schedule and my
ow n schedule w hen I have so many classes, and especially if I get a job next
semester. I guess I w ish the class I did the service-learning for w as more
accommodating for allow ing me to use that class time to do more service w ork.”
“ Require more interaction and w ork w ith community partner. ”
“ More hands-on activities that allow for me to actually interact w ith the agency
that I w as assigned.”
“ Offer more time at the sites.”

More supplies/materials related to the course: Tw elve students hoped that in the
future, lunches, compensation or a budget can be provided to courses in order to w iden
options for class projects.
“ If there w as more of a budget for the course I could have done more projects. ”
“ The materials available w ere scarce and depleting. We ran out of all paint and a lot
of paintbrushes, glue sticks, play dough, markers, and paper w ere either gone or
ruined before the semester started. I w ould really ask if there could be more
supplies donated for the kids so the mentors can do more activities w ith them.”

2015-16 SLIM Report

30

Make service-learning required: Five students w anted to make service-learning
courses required for all students.
“ If the school made it a requirement for every student to do one service w eek
before they graduate.”

Summary and Next Steps
The results of the 2015-2016 SLIM indicate that students w ho completed designated
service-learning classes at VCU perceived those classes positively. Students reported that
the class reflection activities, their service in the community, and their interactions w ith
classmates and the instructor all benefited their learning. When asked to identify areas of
learning, students responded that they w ere better at understanding their ow n strengths
and w eaknesses, more able to understand other view s by imagining how things look from
a different perspective, and more able to identify their ow n biases and prejudices.
The survey provided valuable information for the Service-Learning Office to consider in
efforts to improve and enhance program quality. The last question of the survey asks
students, “ How could this service-learning course be improved?” (See previous section.)
While responses varied and w ere dependent on the structure of students’ specific course
experience, these comments provide invaluable feedback for future service-learning
courses. Students stated a desire for more organization w ithin the class, such as hour log
sheets and timelines, and more instruction on meaningful communication betw een
themselves and w ith those they interact w ith during service. They also expressed
frustration that service-learning classes are not immediately identifiable during registration,
w hich caused some students to be unaw are of the additional service component until
already committed and caused friction betw een team members w ith different levels of
commitment to service-learning. Students also desired more course organization and
transparency regarding course expectations.
Methods of instruction are offered by the office to assist facult y in designing servicelearning courses. These include w orking closely w ith faculty to ensure that reflection
activities fit w ith course content and are meaningful learning tools and ensuring that there
are opportunities in courses for students to have civil discourse w ith others on topics. The
data indicate that the majority of service-learning instructors are full-time term (i.e., nontenure line) and part -time adjunct instructors. Training should be tailored to this audience
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and efforts should be made to recruit additional tenure-line faculty members to teach
service-learning classes.
The SLIM w ill continue to be a tool for quality assurance in the Service-Learning Office and
w ill be distributed to students at the end of each semester. In the future, the ServiceLearning staff w ill w ork to increase the percentage of students that participates in the
SLIM survey to ensure that results are reflective of the general student population taking
service-learning courses. These efforts w ill include looking at the timing of the survey
release to ensure it does not overlap too closely w ith institutional course surveys and
providing reasonable incentives to students for completion. We are pleased to report that
the demographic data of students taking the SLIM survey closely matches the w ider
demographics of both students enrolled in service-learning and the larger VCU community
as a w hole. (See the Student Demographics section for detailed analysis.) Additionally, the
staff w ill continue to w ork w ith service-learning instructors and Service-Learning Teaching
Assistants (SLTAs) to promote the SLIM survey to the students in their courses and
encourage participation.
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Appendix A
SLIM Survey Questions
SECTION 1: ABOUT THE COURSE
Please select the service-learning course t hat you are evaluating:
Is this course:




A required course for your major/minor.
An elective for your major/minor.
A general elective.

Did you know this course w as a service-learning course w hen you registered for it?
Where did you do your service? (i.e. , Where or for w hat organization did you serve?)
Approximately how many total hours of service did you perform during the semester?
Which category best describes the type of organization w here you served?






Education
Health or Healthcare
Economic Development
Sustainability (Environmental)
Vibrant Communities (Arts)

Do you have any desire to continue serving at this location?



Yes
No

Which option best describes your experience?
Arranging transportation to the site w here I did my service w as:





What










Very Difficult
Somew hat Difficult
Somew hat Easy
Very Easy
No transportation required
reflection activities did you engage in as part of this class? Check all that apply.
Written journal
Reflection paper
In-class presentation
Class discussions
Community presentation
Blog
Interview w ith service receiver
Interview w ith professor or TA
Other
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If you selected ‘ other’ please describe the reflection activities/assignments you completed.
For each item below , select the number that describes the degree to w hich this servicelearning class has been beneficial in the areas listed. Use a scale of 1 to 7 w here 1= NOT
BENEFICIAL and 7= HIGHLY BENEFICIAL.
How beneficial to your learning w ere the reflection activities/assignments of this class?
How beneficial to your learning w as the community service component of this class?
How beneficial to your learning w ere your interactions w ith the instructor of the class?
How beneficial to your learning w ere your interactions w ith other students in the class?
For each item below , select the number that describes the degree to w hich this servicelearning class has felt w elcoming and inclusive in the area listed. Use a scale of 1 to
7w here 1= NOT WELCOMING and 7= HIGHLY WELCOMING.
How w elcomed/included did the instructor of the class make you feel?
How w elcomed/included did the other students in the class make you feel?
How w elcomed/included did the community partner/community site make you feel?
How much do you agree w ith the follow ing statements? (Strongly Disagree, Disagree,
Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree)
The service-learning course enabled me to apply my skills and know ledge to new
situations.
The service-learning course enabled me to recognize how theories and conceptual models
can be applied in real-w orld situations.
The service-learning courses enabled me to develop a netw ork of professional contacts
and/or mentors.
The service-learning course enabled me to understand how people w ithin the profession
think and behave.
The service-learning course enabled me to better understand my ow n strengths and
w eaknesses.
SECTION 2: ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE
For each item below , select the number that describes the degree to w hich this servicelearning class has been beneficial in the areas listed. Use a scale of 1 to 7 w here 1= NOT
AT ALL and 7= VERY MUCH.
Connect my learning to societal problems or issues.
Connect my learning to things I have learned in other classes.
Examine the strengths and w eaknesses of my ow n view s on a topic or issue.
Be more aw are of local, state, national, or global issues that need to be addressed.
Be more aw are of some of my ow n biases and prejudices.
Work effectively in a group w here people from different backgrounds feel w elcomed and
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included.
Clarify my career or professional goals.
Be an active and informed citizen.
Consider different cultural perspectives w hen evaluating different social problems.
Be more committed to using the know ledge and skills I have gained in college to help
address issues in society.
Be a role model for people in the community.
Feel comfortable interacting w ith people from a cultural group that is different from my
ow n.
Develop a personal code of values and ethics.
Better understand someone else' s view s by imagining how an issue looks from their
perspective.
Rate the degree to w hich this service-learning course challenged you to do your best w ork.
How much do you agree w ith the follow ing statements? (Strongly Disagree, Disagree,
Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree)
I experienced positive grow th in my level of empathy (e.g., ability to w alk in another' s
shoes and understand their perspective) as a result of my service-learning course.
I experienced positive grow th in my level of morality (e.g., understanding right and w rong)
as a result of my service-learning course.
I gained the appropriate skills and experiences for my desired career as a result of my
service-learning course.
SECTION 3: ABOUT YOU
What is your student level?




Undergraduate
Graduate/Professional student
Non-degree student

What is your age? (Please use numerals only.)
Which option best describes your racial background?










White
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Haw aiian/Pacific Islander
Native American
Tw o or more races (biracial or multiracial)
International (i.e., visa holder)
Prefer not to answ er
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Please specify your racial background:
What is your gender?






Please

Male
Female
Transgender
Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming
Other preferred descriptor (Please specify below .)
Prefer not to answ er
specify your preferred descriptor for your sexual identity.

Does at least one of your parents or primary caregivers have a 4 -year bachelor’ s degree?




Yes
No
Not sure

Have you received a Pell grant (for high financial need) to attend VCU?




Yes
No
Note sure

Tell us in your ow n w ords w hat you got out of your service-learning experience.
How could this service-learning course be improved?

